Scott Christians and the Kevin Wong, the people who really know what they're doing. I thought I was going to run into a whole lot of people who didn't know how to rhyme, who just wrote pop stuff-and I have nothing against pop stuff-I just mean people who could write nothing else but. But these are people who really do understand the craft, and I think that they are capable of writing along with the best of them in the States. What we don't have in Canada is any place, enough places, for them to develop it. So you know, you get a [Lin-Manuel] Miranda and I mean his team is amazing. His director is amazing; his choreographer is amazing; his orchestrators are amazing; the conductor's amazing. Everybody's amazing, so he's in really good hands.
SEAN:
They talk about that a lot at NYU, about how important it is to get your work up and on its feet.
LESLIE:
You've got to see what works. You know, you can sit there in your little room and go, "I'm not going to cut this number. I'm not going to cut this number." But there's nothing like sitting in an audience and watching the audience nod off. You can feel that lull when there's one too many ballads. You can see the audience start to snore, start to lean on their elbows.
SEAN:
And that's when you say, "We've got to cut this, move this." LESLIE: "It's gone." Yeah. 'Cause it's more difficult to watch that than it is to drown a baby.
SEAN: Okay! (Laughs.)
LESLIE: Yeah. (Laughs.) Or the quiet smattering of polite applause at the end because you did not grab them.
SEAN:
Right, right. And I think often the audiences, when we're in these workshop environments, they're our peers, so they're paying extra attention, they're giving extra support, as opposed to an audience of strangers.
LESLIE:
You have hit it right on the head. It's friends and family. And everybody's screaming and laughing, and they love their friends. And so you don't get any honest feedback.
SEAN: Right.

LESLIE:
We also lack the dramaturges here. Iris Turcott just died: she was a great one. But where do you get feedback? Almost no show is ready to just go on a stage. You don't just write it, and there it is. You know, you don't write musicals: you re-write musicals. And without any outside eye…because eventually you can't see the forest from the trees. And no matter how brilliant you are, you need an outside eye. Stephen Sondheim needs it. Everybody needs it. Somebody to say, "Well, actually, this song could go." Or, "Actually, you know what, we're way ahead of you here and you can cut to the chase."
SEAN:
We had Winnie Holzman, the bookwriter for Wicked, come to NYU and talk to us, she's an alumnus of our program, and she talked about how the show had been running on Broadway and had obviously been a huge success, but when they took it to London they actually did some re-writes, which they then brought back to the Broadway production. I thought that was so interesting. The work is never done. 
LESLIE:
Well it happened with Drowsy Chaperone, too. It went to some place in California as well I think, and they completely overhauled it.
SEAN:
Right. So you think that respect is growing in Canada, and do you think that's just because the shows are turning out, the talent is there? How is that happening? LESLIE: Why is that happening? I think it's because we're seeing a few more indie musicals that aren't the old-fashioned book musicals. Like Ride the Cyclone wasn't typical, so a lot of people who would scoff at Oklahoma, aren't scoffing at Floyd Collins and Light in the Piazza and the shows Paul [Sportelli] and Jay [Turvey] are writing. They're not quite scoffing so much, so I think that's happening. But also there seems to be a whole new crop of musical theatre writers-you're one of them-a whole new crop of Canadian musical theatre writers who are writing really well and [who] are beginning to be produced. Prom Queen just happened in Montreal, Marathon of Hope was done at Drayton, and then Come From Away. All of a sudden, we're being produced a little more. Charlottetown wants to get back into developing new stuff. Evangeline was just developed and produced. So yeah, I definitely agree that something is… there's a-doings a-transpiring! SEAN: It's exciting. I'm also wondering, working in this "American" idiom, as a Canadian, do you think there's something unique about a Canadian musical? Is there anything that differentiates a Canadian musical or a Canadian musical theatre writer from an American musical or an American musical theatre writer? LESLIE: You mean apart from budget? (Laughs.) SEAN: (Laughing.) Yes, apart from budget. In terms of the content or approach.
LESLIE: I think we're…I don't know. Wow. Even before I started teaching Composium last year, the Board was saying to me, "Teach them how to write the new Canadian musical, with our Canadian voice," and I don't know what that is.
SEAN: Right, what is that?
LESLIE: I don't really think there is a huge difference. I think Martin Guerre could have come out of England; it could have come out of the States. Well, my collaborator was American. I don't think my stuff is all that different from Americans. I think that some of the indie shows-like some shows start Off-Broadway and then move to Broadway. Ours start in the Fringe, or you know, SummerWorks, or something like that. They are so underfunded and so small, and I think it causes us to be a little more ingenious because we don't have the set and costumes and the bells and whistles and helicopters and chandeliers, so I think we're a little more creative in that way. But again, that's a gross generalization, because there are small underfunded companies in the States too; I mean, I guess I'm just talking about Broadway. There are a whole bunch of little-like Dogfight, and little shows that come out of the States too. And maybe they finally end up on Broadway, but they don't start with that huge budget. Little Shop didn't start with some…it was kind of ingenious.
"Teach them how to write the new Canadian musical, with our Canadian voice," and I don't know what that is.
SEAN: Those limitations can force a level of creativity.
LESLIE:
Right. Rent is one set, with the metal works or whatever. The band's on stage.
SEAN: I have a teacher at NYU who teaches our lyric tutorial. We were doing an assignment on vernacular, and we had to choose three people from the communities of our childhood and write a lyric for one of them where they express a secret desire that they would never tell anyone. And so I ended up choosing my sister, and I wrote a lyric, but I was struggling with the vernacular. I thought he wanted something that would really evoke my ctr 171 summer 2017
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environment-something really Canadian, maybe, whatever that is. But when I would try and force a vernacular, it didn't feel natural. So I ended up scrapping that and I just wrote genuinely in my sister's voice, thinking I had sort of missed the point of the assignment but had at least written something good. And he told me after, he said, "This is so Canadian to me," which surprised me. And he said, "She is so economical; she's clear and concise; and she's not over the top," implying, really, that Americans can tend to be excessive or self-indulgent. And in a way, I had written in that Canadian vernacular without even recognizing I had done so. And I wonder how true that is of Canadians not just as people but as writers too.
LESLIE:
They're over the top. We're more conservative. We're also great at a particular type of humour, that sort of sketch humour, self-deprecating sketch humour.
SEAN: (Laughing.) Right, what's that about?
LESLIE: I don't know! But we're good at it! SEAN: Totally. And there are so many successful comedians from Canada. And I wonder if that's a result of being the neighbour to the north, you know? That's our way of laughing at ourselves.
[…]
SEAN: We've just seen Come From Away go through a lengthy development process at a number of theatres. I would assume that you see value in that kind of process.
LESLIE:
That's why Martin Guerre got to where it got. It was picked up by Garth [Drabinsky] and then it got a fabulous twoweek workshop. It was picked up by the Goodman [Theatre in Chicago]. It got another fabulous two-week workshop, with a fabulous director, orchestrator, music director, and choreographer, and then it got six weeks of rehearsal with nine previews spread over two weeks. I mean, yes it finally ended up being good, but not because I'm this great writer. It's because it had the developmental path it needed to follow. And, I had tons of great advice. I had an outside eye saying, "You know what, we don't need this song. We can just cut right to there." And then I would kick and scream for five minutes, and then we'd cut it, and it was so much better! SEAN: So that's what's missing in Canada, really. That community of dramaturges and artists, and that developmental phase. Is that the takeaway?
LESLIE: I think it is.
SEAN: So what's the solution then? That's a pretty major obstacle. 
SEAN:
Is it something that will grow with time? Are we just a little behind? LESLIE: Oh, we're so much younger. I think the more people are able to assist people who really know what they're doingthis is happening at Stratford a lot; Lezlie Wade was assisting Des [McAnuff] for quite a while, and now she's directing the musical at Stratford next summer, for example. So there's movement happening.
I know at Queen's [University] there was such a focus on dramaturgy, and that's part of it too, what's being taught in colleges and universities. There's such a performance bend. Everyone wants to be a performer.
LESLIE: Yes. Except you. (Laughs.)
SEAN: Yes, except for me. But it's like, everyone wants to be a performer, but where are the dramaturges? LESLIE: Oh, it's so thankless. And then, you know, you give your advice and they don't take it and your name's on it. It's pretty hard. And Canada hasn't developed a lot of musicals. I mean, for instance, Stratford is probably one of our leading regional theatres, but they don't-I guess they developed Wanderlust, the Morris Panych musical, I believe it was with Marek Norman, so I mean they did develop that, but for the most part, I mean they're doing a Gilbert and Sullivan and Guys and Dolls this year. They just take tried and true musicals and put them up.
SEAN:
I remember talking about Guys and Dolls in Composium with you last year, and examining just how outdated "Runyon Land" is as an opening number.
LESLIE:
It's a tried and true musical that everybody adores, but for me the stakes aren't high enough. I don't care whether they find a place to have a crap game that their wives can't find them, I don't care! And you know from the get go who's going to fall in love and who's going to get together, so there are just no stakes at all. SEAN: Right. But I think those shows are going out of style. LESLIE: I think so too. Although, I have to admit that I got a little down last year. I started thinking, with the Adam Guettel musicals and the rest, "Oh, they're becoming very sophisticated and the music is challenging," and I was really loving what I was seeing. I loved Floyd Collins. And then I saw Kinky Boots and I thought "Oh no, we're going backwards." I hesitated to listen to Hamilton because I thought "Oh no, I'm just going to hate it." But I didn't. I loved it. But he's [Lin-Manuel Miranda] smart. He is so smart and clever. The musicals that are-the musical comedies, the Hairsprays, the Kinky Boots, the really simplistic songs and music… SEAN: It feels to me like there are two streams.
LESLIE: I agree. There's the art musical, and there's the commercial musical.
SEAN:
And the commercial will never die, because there's an audience for that. But maybe they can co-exist.
LESLIE:
Yes, yes. There's room for both.
SEAN:
Well, that's really all the questions I have for you-and we're pretty much out of time. 
LESLIE:
